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Corruption in higher education has long been neglected as an area of research in the US. 
The processes of decentralization, commoditization, and privatization in higher education rise 
questions of accountability, transparency, quality, and access. Every nation solves problems of 
access, quality, and equity differently. Thus, although prosecuting corruption in higher education 
is part of the legal process in every country, the ways in which legal actions are undertaken differ. 
This paper addresses the question: How is corruption in higher education understood and defined 
in legal cases, what particular cases receive more attention, and how these cases correlate with 
the major educational reforms, changes, and socio-economic context in the nation? Specifically, 
it analyses records of selected legal cases devoted to corruption in the US higher education. 
Decentralized financing of higher education anticipates cost sharing based in part on educational 
loans. The US higher education sector grows steadily, and so do opportunities for abuse, 
including in educational loans. The rapid expansion of education sector leaves some grey areas 
in legislation and raises issues of applicability of certain state and federal laws and provisions to 
different forms of misconduct, including consumer fraud, deception, bribery, embezzlement, etc. 
Higher Education Act, False Claims Act, and Consumer Protection Act cover corruption as 
related to the state and the public sector; corruption as related to client, business owner, and an 
agent; and corruption as related to consumer-business relations. However, the legal frame is 
simplistic, while the system of interrelations in the higher education industry is rather complex. 
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Introduction 

Corruption in higher education has long been neglected as an area of research in the US. 
One reason for this might be that the relative scarcity of prosecuted cases has made it at first 
appearance not a large problem in the nation’s higher education, not significant enough from the 
researchers’ standpoint to be paid much attention. Another explanation for this is that the all of 
the scholars attended higher education institutions and most of them teach in colleges and 
universities. The sense of belonging and close affiliation may prevent from involving in research 
of academic corruption. Also, scholars as well as the media are overly cautious about the 
language of investigations and usage of such explicit legal terms as corruption, bribery, fraud, 
replacing them with such terms as misconduct and breach of integrity. Finally, definition of 
education corruption itself is still vague and undeveloped. This creates uncertainty in the subject 
matter of the prospective research, approaches to be applied, and methodologies to be employed. 
The limits of the object of the research, i.e. the locus, also remain unclear for those who would 
want to venture to study corruption in higher education. 

Corruption in higher education is a newly emerging topic in the field of education 
research. Some aspects of corruption in education have been addressed in last two decades, 
including works by Anderson (1989), Anderson (1992, 1999), Eckstein (1993, 2001, 2003), 
Hallak and Poisson, (2002, 2007), Heyneman (2004, 2007), Noah and Eckstein (2001), Petrov 
and Temple (2004), Segal (2004), Sykes (1988), and Woshburn (2005), as well as in numerous 
news publications. There was an increase in the interest to the issue of corruption in higher 
education observed in recent years. Scholarly work on corruption in higher education is lacking 
while the problem itself is significant. Legal cases on corruption in higher education grow in 
number and receive more attention from the media, legislators, numerous constituents, and from 
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the general public. The presence of corruption in higher education throughout the world is a 
growing concern for the industry as it influences its effectiveness and efficiency. The negative 
impact of higher education corruption on economic development and social cohesion is also 
disturbing. 

The three major issues in higher education are access, quality, and equity. These issues 
are universal and at stake in every nation. Corruption affects all three of these issues. It has a 
negative impact on the quality of higher education and other services; it increases inequality in 
access to higher education, and causes inequities. Every nation solves problems of access, quality, 
and equity differently. Thus, although prosecuting corruption in higher education is part of the 
legal process in every country, the ways in which legal actions are undertaken in order to 
prosecute and curb corruption in higher education differ. The major task of this paper is to 
address the question: How is corruption in higher education understood and defined in legal 
cases, what particular cases receive more attention, and how these cases correlate with the major 
educational reforms, changes, and socio-economic context in the nation? Specifically, it analyses 
records of selected legal cases devoted to corruption in higher education. 

Defining corruption 

The word corruption comes from the Latin word corruptio, which in Medieval Latin 
expressed a moral decay, wicked behavior, putridity, rottenness (Johnston 1996, p. 322). 
Milovanovic (2001) says that in this context one could talk of bribes, or other dishonest means 
for achieving particular disgraceful ends, as a symptom of an ailing society. Johnson’s 
Dictionary defines bribe as “a reward to pervert the judgment or corrupt the conduct,” while 
corruption is “a loss of purity and purpose, a social decomposition.” (Osborne 1997, p. 10) 




